The Russian military intervention in Syria, conducted between September 2015 and March 2016, was one of the crucial moments in the Middle East conflict which has evolved since 2011. It not only prevented the collapse of the regime of Bashar al-Assad but also enabled the initiative to be taken by the Syrian Arab Army. The simultaneous conducting of two military operations by the Russian army, i.e. the Russian involvement in both Ukraine and the Middle East, requires thorough investigations into the course of these operations. Such investigations may provide answers to a number of questions which appear of key importance to Poland, e.g., regarding Russia's logistic and technological abilities to conduct military operations outside its territory, the military outcomes of the Russian intervention, and the potential social opposition to the human losses sustained by Russia as a result of such interventions. Considering the above, the aim of this article is to outline the Russian military intervention in Syria, and its influence on the course of the war. Special attention was paid to such issues as the causes behind the Russian intervention, the situation on the Syrian war frontlines prior to this intervention, the Russian forces engaged and the resources intended for this military operation, as well as its outcome.
Introduction
The civil war in Syria, which has continued since 2011, is one of the bloodiest military conflicts in the contemporary world. Based on data for February 2016, the war has resulted in over 470 thousand deaths, and over 5 million people were forced to leave their homes. Life expectancy shortened from 70 to 56 years, and the overall damage was estimated at USD 255 billion 1 . In 2015, due to numerous failures and depleting resources, the Syrian Arab Army (SAA) and government militia were facing ultimate defeat. However, the military support provided to the Assad regime by the Russian Federation, which between September 2015 and March 2016 conducted intense air and missile operations, and supplied military equipment to government troops, proved to be crucial. The direct and -as it later turned out -efficient involvement of the Kremlin in the Middle East conflict, enabling the government forces to retake the initiative, came as a big surprise to western commentators. Such terms as geopolitical tsunami and Moscow's strategic gambit have appeared in the press and several publications.
The following Polish researchers have commented on the Russian involvement in Syria: Tomasz Otłowski -in texts published by the Amicus Europe Foundation, Aleksandra Dzisiow-Szuszczykiewicz -in studies released by the National Security Bureau, and Anna Maria Dyner -in reports by the Polish Institute of International Affairs. Western publishing houses have also released several books devoted to the war in Syria, including The Syrian Rebellion 2 and Syria's Uprising and the Fracturing of the Levant 3 . Despite the numerous studies being published on the war in Syria, authors claim that this subject matter, given the dynamically-changing situation, still requires intensive investigations and analyses of facts. Therefore, the purpose of this article is to outline the Russian involvement and its impact on the war in Syria, and to provide answers to several specific questions, such as the causes of the Russian intervention, the situation on the Syrian war fronts before Moscow's involvement, the forces and resources provided by the Russian military authorities for deployment in the Middle East, as well as the consequences of Russia's involvement. Among research methods, the analysis and comparison method was used at the first stage of developing this study. It enabled obtaining an array of useful information based on documents and articles, both in Polish and foreign (English and Russian) languages. Compilations by the Polish Institute of International Affairs, the Kazimierz Puławski Foundation, the National Interest magazine and Valdia Discussion Club proved particularly useful. Synthesis and generalisation were used as supplementary methods.
The reasons for Russian intervention
The political decision on the Russian military intervention in Syria was influenced by a variety of factors, including external factors and those connected with the strategic culture and perception of threats. One of the most general (underlying) causes was the awareness of the evolving distribution of global powers. As stressed In the context of the changing distribution of global powers, the notions of New Yalta 5 or Yalta 2.0 6 have appeared several times in the press. These describe Russia's efforts to establish a new division of impact zones in the world, in consideration of the Kremlin's interests, also taking into account the current weaknesses of the western world. The military operation against the Islamic State was meant to give rise to the establishment of a wide coalition in the Middle East, operating under the authority of the UN Security Council. The cooperation between Russia, on the one hand, and the United States and NATO, on the other hand, was intended to improve the relationship between those parties, and to ultimately cause the abolition of economic sanctions and a reduction inwestern support to Ukraine 7 . Another reason for the geopolitical changes was put forward by Aleksandra Dzisiow-Szuszczykiewicz in Regionalna rywalizacja o Syrię [Regional competition for Syria] . She stressed that through its Middle East-oriented policy, Russia does not want to lose the Syrian ruler Bashar al-Assad as one of its allies. Along with the economic and political interests, aimed at keeping western influence out of the Middle East, Syria is also one of the key recipients of Russian weapons. In annual terms, factories operating in the Russian defence industry have been sending 7% of their entire military equipment intended for export to Damascus 8 . Other reasons for the Russian intervention in Syria can also be sought in the energy business and opportunities for exporting natural resources. In 2015, which is when the Russian involvement began, the Russian economy recorded the sharpest GDP drop since 2009. It was caused by sanctions imposed on Kremlin in 2014 by western authorities, inter alia, in response to Russia's aggressive policy towards Ukraine. Sudden drops in the crude oil price were another major factor. At the turn of 2015 and 2016, an oil barrel cost USD 30.00, whereas the government administration assumed it would cost USD 50.00. This triggered the need to adjust the Russian budget expenditure 9 . As in the case of sanctions, the Russian party perceived the sudden drop in oil prices as wilful monetary policy management by the USA, in cooperation with Saudi Arabia regulating the pace of crude oil extraction 10 . Considering the above, it was the Kremlin's aim to reverse the downward trend or at least curtail it. The military operation in Syria proved to constitute a very effective response. As stressed by Hüseyin Bağci, a Turkish researcher, in Strategic Depth in Syria -From the Beginning to Russian Intervention, it made the crude oil price soar to USD 50.00, which was eventually set at USD 46.00 11 . Leaving aside the crude oil price regulation perspective, Syria is viewed by the Russian policy-makers as a significant venue on the Middle East map when it comes to the transfer of strategic resources. This results from the fact that two competitive gas supply lines are to run through the territory of Syria in the nearest future. One is being constructed by Qatar, running through Saudi Arabia, Syria and Jordan, to Turkey. The other one, designed by Iran, is to run from Iraq to Syria, and then to the west, thus by-passing the U.S. allies, i.e. Turkey and Saudi Arabia. The target recipient for both lines is Europe. In this event, the non-Russian gas supplies to EU Member States will depend on Assad's decisions, and Moscow certainly hopes for his gratitude in this domain 12 .
The situation on the Syrian war fronts before the Russian involvement [2011] [2012] [2013] [2014] . He claimed that only 65 thousand out of the 220 thousand soldiers which the SAA had at its disposal were considered "trustworthy" troop members. This could be viewed as confirming the reports indicating that desertion occurred in 20-30% of all cases 18 . Moreover, right from the start of the conflict, the Syrian army was not prepared to crush internal rebellions in densely populated urban centres. It was mainly formed of mechanised and armoured brigades prepared to defend the country against external enemies, such as Israel. Deploying heavy armour in Homs and Hama resulted in attackers' sustaining severe damages and losing hundreds of tanks 19 . According to various sources, by March 2017, the government party had lost over 111 thousand people, including soldiers, policemen, members of para-military organisations and Hezbollah fighters 20 . In DefenseOne, Ben Watson pointed out that by mid-2016, 1000 tanks had been lost per each 2500 tanks deployed at the beginning of the conflict 21 . Along with substantial human and heavy armour losses, the Syrian Arab Army had to face the loss of most helicopters, which were among the most important tools used to fight against an enemy employing asymmetric warfare methods. In October 2012 alone, five Mi-8 and Mi-7 helicopters were shot down, along with six fighter aircraft and, in 2013, helicopters were practically eliminated from any further use in fights 22 . Finally, in early 2015, new Islamic groups were found to be emerging in Syria, their aim being to fight the regime. One of the first moves in this area was the establishing of the Army of Conquest (Jaish al-Fatah) 23 by Salman ibn Adb al-Aziz al Saud, the new king of Saudi Arabia, in consultation with both Qatar and Turkey. This marked a coalition of the following groups: Ahrar al-Sham, Jabhat al-Nusra, Sham Legion and Liwa al-Haqq, involving several thousand fighters 24 . Bashar alAssad viewed this as a signal of the strengthening political cooperation between its enemies who had previously competed with one another for taking control of rebel groups. Turkey and Qatar supported al-Nusra, whereas the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia financed the Islamic front, with Ahrar al-Sham as a member. This unification of previous rivals quickly resulted in the first military successes, including the defeat of Jisr ash-Shugur in the Idlib Governorate 25 .
The size and type of Russian forces deployed in Syria
The military involvement of the Russian Federation in Syria, considering its character, can be divided into three stages, i.e. the logistic support preceding direct armed intervention, entailing the supply of equipment and ammunition, the direct armed intervention in September 2015, and the engagement of private military contractors from Russia. However, some observers of the civil war in Syria distinguish other lesser stages of the Russian involvement. According to Gen. Yaakov Amidror, Former National Security Advisor to the Prime Minister of Israel, the first stage resulted from the Syrian dependency on Russian armaments. The supplies from Russia initially included ammunition, the stocks of which would shrink quickly, subsequently followed by more advanced weapons systems. as claimed by the General, was less pronounced and the precise date of its outset could hardly be determined -at a certain point, the number of Russian military advisors, mainly providing assistance in general and military intelligence operations, simply started to grow in importance. The third stage began after the signing of an agreement between the western countries and Iran on the nuclear programme in July 2015 26 , following which Russia started to deploy warplanes at selected airbases with the intention of attacking specific targets. The number of land soldiers defending airbases was also gradually increased in that period 27 . The scope of equipment supplied to Syria was vast from the very beginning of the conflict. According to Israeli sources, these included T-90 and T-72 tanks, 9A52 Smerch heavy multiple rocket launchers, Su-24 and Su-25 aircraft, as well as Forpost and Zastava unmanned aerial vehicles (UAV) 28 . Other sources also mention personal weapons, including AK-74M assault rifles, KVSK Kord heavy machine guns, as well as UR-77 Meteorite mine clearing vehicles and BTR-82A armoured carriers 29 . Direct involvement in the conflict began on 30 September 2015 with the first air assaults against rebel positions. On the days immediately preceding the assaults, Russia sent twelve Su-24M2, twelve Su-25 and four Su-30SM warplanes to Syria, along with around twenty Mi-17, Mi-24 and Mi-25 combat helicopters, with 1500-3000 soldiers being deployed to operate these vehicles 30 . As the operation progressed, the number of soldiers increased to over 4000, and the subsequent reports from Syria made it possible to partly identify their dominating units. These included the 74th Guards Motor Rifle Brigade and the 810th Naval Infantry Brigade 31 . As was stressed in a report by the Polish Institute of International Affairs, within the first three months, Russia used 69 aircraft, dropping over 1400 tonnes of bombs during 5400 combat flights (on average, around 60 flights a day), 145 of which were strategic bomber flights. Apart from the machines listed above, the Su-27SM, Tu-160, Tu-95MS, Su-34 and Tu-22M3 planes also penetrated the Syrian sky. Along with the air forces, 26 C. Morello, K. DeYoung, Historic deal reached with Iran to limit nuclear program, https:// www.washingtonpost.com/world/historic-nuclear-deal-with-iran-expected-to-be-announced/ 2015/07/14/5f8dddb2-29ea-11e5-a5ea-cf74396e59ec_story.html?utm_term=.8637d9dd95d8 (19.04.2017 . However, special attention should be paid to the deployment of the S-400 Triumph anti-aircraft weapon system in Syria, inhibiting the conducting of airborne operations in the region and providing the potential for what is known in military nomenclature as anti-access or area denial (A2AD) 40 . A decision on the S-400 deployment was made as a military response to the shooting down of the Russian Su-24 aircraft by the Turkish F-16 in November of 2015. Following this event, the system was placed in the Khmeimim Air Base area, close to the city of Latakia 41 . The S-400 system is capable of combating not only aircraft but also cruise missiles and ballistic missiles moving with a speed of up to 4.8 km/s. The range of radar detection and tracing of airborne objects is around 600 km, with the possibility of simultaneously destroying up to 10 targets and guiding up to 20 rockets. The system, therefore, covers the territories of Syria, Cyprus, Northern Israel and Southern Turkey, including the Incirlik Air Base, from where American aircraft attack Syrian targets 42 . The S-400 system provides an example of a single technology which is likely to materially reduce the military involvement of other States.
Bashar al-Assad's regime was also supported by contractual Russian soldiers employed by private military companies. Editors of Reuters came across examples of such involvement and described them in an article entitled Ghost soldiers. They claimed that Russian contractors were losing their lives in the battles for both Aleppo and Palmyra. They are said to have closely cooperated with the Russian Ministry of Defence. The wounded were evacuated and treated like soldiers, and they could count on State-awarded distinctions. However, their participation in battles was strictly confidential, and families of the dead soldiers could learn about it only after 
The outcome of the Russian military involvement in Syria
Intensive raids organised by the Russian armed forces, targeted at rebels and the Islamic State, continued for six months, i.e. from September 2015 to March 2016. In the meantime, many significant changes occurred on the front lines in Syria, and the initiative was taken by the Syrian Arab Army. By February 2016, as a result of the raids over 2000 anti-regime fighters, 1400 civilians had been killed. Based on the Syrian Human Rights Watch data, 4 700 civilians had lost their lives by the end of 2016, along with 2 987 Islamic State fighters and 3 153 members of rebel groups. 200 facilities of military significance had been destroyed, together with 174 oil refineries and 111 oil convoys. This was also when the Syrian Government regained control over an area of 12 360 km 2 and "liberated" 499 local community members 46 . The scale and effects of the Russian involvement were also presented at the end of 2017 by Gen. Sergey Surovikin, the former Commander of the Russian Army in Syria. He claimed that in 227 days, over 32 thousand terrorists were eliminated, 394 tanks destroyed, and 67 thousand square kilometres of the Syrian territory liberated from the Islamic State group 47 . -wycofuje-wojska-z-syrii-byly-dowodca-chwali-sie-sukcesami,797719.html (30.03.2018) The Russian involvement also contributed to defeating Aleppo and cutting the rebel supply routes from Turkey. With the support of Russian airpower, the ancient city of Palmyra, situated in the western region of Syria, was taken from Jihad fighters. In January 2016, on the southern front, the Sheikh Miskeen military base was seized by Assad's army. Jordan, in turn, decided to close the route at the Syrian border, which had previously been used by the opposing forces to receive armament supplies. As was stressed in Syria after the Russian intervention, the Russian operation contributed to shattering the rebel forces into smaller groups, preventing their further efficient cooperation. The successes achieved on the northern front are likely to enable the government forces' attack on Idlib, which is one of the last unoccupied governorates in this region of the country. On the one hand, the Russian involvement was limited to organising air attacks, participating in special forces flights and providing military supplies. Russia did not send any regular land troops or squadrons that would help Assad seize large urban centres. . A similar view is shared by representatives of Ankara's authorities. The growing number of refugees puts a significant burden on the Turkish economy. In August 2017, over 2.7 million Syrians sought asylum in Turkey, and the government spent around USD 25 billion on assistance to immigrants 51 . Despite the criticism of the Russian party for escalating the refugee crisis, and the shooting down of the Su-24 Russian warplane in November 2015, the relationship between these two countries should be considered pragmatic. In October 2016, a meeting between President Putin and President Erdogan took place in Turkey, during which an intergovernmental agreement on constructing the Turkish Stream pipeline was signed. In 2017, meetings between the two leaders were continued, providing grounds for 48 K.Y. Oweis, op. cit., pp. 3-4. 49 Quick facts: What you need to know about the Syria crisis, Mercy Corps, https://www. mercycorps.org/articles/iraq-jordan-lebanon-syria-turkey/quick-facts-what-you-need-knowabout-syria-crisis (29.03.2018) 50 L. Dearden, Russia and Syria 'weaponising' refugee crisis to destabilise Europe, Nato commander claims, https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/russia-and-syriaweaponising-refugee-crisis-to-destabilise-europe-nato-commander-claims-a6909241.html (29.03.2018) 51 S. Tisdall, Refugees are becoming Russia's weapon of choice in Syria, https://www.theguardian. com/world/2016/feb/16/refugees-are-becoming-russias-weapon-of-choice-in-syria (29.03.2018) discussions about Syria's future and ultimately leading to an agreement being reached in Astana, establishing safe zones in Syria. These events indicate that, despite major differences between Russia and Turkey as regards the Assad regime, both countries have decided to cooperate in order to increase their mutual chances of achieving their own interests in the region, while reducing the western 52 .
Conclusion
The Russian involvement in Syria, which began in 2015, has frustrated the military plans for removing Bashar al-Assad from power, thus eliminating the Sunni groups supported by Saudi Arabia and Qatar from political domination in Syria. This has let Russia achieve the principal objective of its military operation, i.e. preventing the fall of one of its last allies in the Middle East. Air support enabled government troops to focus on the construction of the corridor connecting Damascus and Aleppo, and then recovering subsequent lands controlled by the rebels and Islamic State. Nevertheless, responding to the question of whether the Russian involvement will actually contribute to the Syrian Arab Army's victory appears very problematic. Reducing the military operations to air strikes and missile attacks, combined with the provision of supplies, but without any regular engagement of land troops, has not caused the complete defeat of the Free Syrian Army troops and Jihad fighters that still occupy towns and cities in the Idlib Governorate in the northern regions of the country, areas located north of Homs, a part of Damascus and southern governorates. The issue of the future involvement of the United States still remains open, as the use of chemical weapons in April 2017, followed by the accusation that the attack was organised by the Assad regime, led to the American missile attack on the Shayrat airbase 53 . In December 2017 in the Khmeimim Air Base in western Syria, Vladimir Putin announced the commencement of the Russian army's retreat from Syria. However, this hardly means that all the Russian troops will leave the Syrian territory. Two military bases, i.e. the Khmeimim Air Base and the Russian naval facility in Tartus, are expected to act as the foothold for subsequent operations and support for the Syrian Arab Army. At the beginning of 2018, two events took place which put the previous successes of the Russian army into question. The first one concerned the mortar attack on the Khmeimim Air Base in which, according to various sources, 7 planes were destroyed and 2 Russian soldiers were killed. The second one was the American rocket shelling aimed at Assad supporters in Deir ez-Zor, in which several Russian contract soldiers from the Wagner Group lost their lives. These incidents question the future Russian involvement in Syria, and its scale. Recurring attacks may eventually encourage the Kremlin to strengthen military base protection and to conduct retaliatory strikes engaging special troops and air forces 54 . In military terms, the scale and efficiency of the Russian involvement in Syria, including the use of new technologies such as cruise missiles, unmanned aerial vehicles etc., encourages further study on such issues as the Russian revolution in military affairs, the opportunities for conducting operations outside State borders, the technical anti-access (A2AD) capabilities, the potential of private Russian military companies, and the safety privatisation level in Russia.
